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Communicator’s Tools (I): Documentation and 
web resources 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Communicator’s Tools (I) focuses on each step of the research 
process: 
 
- to determine the kinds of research information you need for 
each scientific or technical project 
- to locate and preview sources efficiently 
- to evaluate the information you find 
- to acknowledge the borrowed materials you use. 
 
Since such a wealth of information is available and because new 
information appears so quickly, especially on the World Wide Web, 
research strategy and guides to information are more important for 
technical communicators than ever before.  
 
When do communicators need research? 
 
For some projects, you will already have the information that will 
meet your audience’s needs. However, because workplace products, 
situations, and equipment are constantly changing, you may need to 
update and supplement the information you already have.  
 
The way you research a question and the way you present your 
answer are shaped by four factors outside the question itself:  
 
- Audience: how you explain a subject depends on the needs of 
the audience and the way they will use the information. 
- Purpose: the purpose of research, like the purpose of any 
communication project, is guided by your audience’s need for 
and use of the information you will provide. Audience’s needs 
will vary, even for the same information. For example, a report 
on toxic waste could help a company producing hazardous 
chemicals to find new solutions for toxic waste disposal. The 
same information could also be used in lawsuits against the 
chemical company. 
- Scope: broad or narrow, the scope will depend on audience 
and purpose.  
- Prior knowledge: What you already know will determine how 
much you need to learn through research. Whatever your topic 
may be, start by evaluation what you already know. Then 
determine how much additional information you will need to 
address the research question effectively.  
 
Beginning the search: early steps 
 
You have several ways to begin your search for sources and 
information, including: 
 
- consulting an in-depth, authoritative overview in a specialized 
encyclopedia. 
- Reading recent journal or magazine articles. 
- Using a computer with access to one ore more indexes to 
periodicals. Experiment with the different keywords that 
describe the topic. 
- Surfing the web. Because anyone can post anything on the 
web, there is no ready filter to sift inaccurate or biased 
information from reliable information.  
 
Recording and tracing your steps 
 
The best way to keep track of where you are going in your research is 
to record where you have been. The list below describes the 
information to record for different kinds of sources: 
 
Books 
- author(s) 
- editor(s) 
- title of the book (for a book with chapters by different authors, 
keep a record of the author and title of the chapters you are 
using) 
- publisher, place of publication and date published 
- if the book is in electronic or nonprint format, list the format 
(audiotape, web site or other sources) in which the book 
appear. 
 
Journals and Magazines 
- author(s) 
- title of the article 
- title of the magazine 
- volume and issue number 
- date of issue (sometimes a month or season) 
- page numbers on which the article appears 
- if the article is in electronic format, the web address (URL) and 
the date on which you accessed it 
- For full-text online databases, such as Lexis_Nexis Academic 
Universe, Dow-Jones, or Expanded Academic Index, the date 
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you found the database and the keywords or subject heading 
you used 
- for data on CD-Rom, the dates covered by the disk 
 
Newspapers 
- author(s) if listed 
- title of the article 
- title of the newspaper 
- volume and issue number 
- date of issue (sometimes a month or season) 
- page numbers on which the article appears 
 
Web pages 
- web address (UR) 
- author (if listed) 
- sponsor or host of the page 
- date you accessed the page 
- date on which the page was last updated  
 
Interviews 
- Interviewee’s full name and title 
- Place, date and time of interview 
- Records of follow –up letters, e-mails, or telephone calls that 
added information to the interview 
 
Information Sources 
 
Print and online materials are usually located using a systematic 
organized search of available sources. To begin research, you must 
first know how to use information sources efficiently.  
You can locate information by using library catalogs, print guides, 
electronic guides and public information.  
 
Using the library 
 
Periodical Indexes 
Business Periodicals Index 
Social Science Index 
Chemical Abstracts 
Expanded Academic Index 
Periodical Abstracts 
Readers’ Guide Abstracts  
General Periodical Index 
Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature 
Applied Science and Technology Index 
General Science Index 
Biological and Agricultural Index 
Engineering Index Monthly 
Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature 
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Hospital and Health Administration Index 
 
http://www.ua.es/es/bibliotecas/index.html  
http://cv1.cpd.ua.es/sibyd/comun/consultabd.asp  
 
 
Figure 1: Library catalogs and data bases (UA) 
 
 
Figure 2: Network of Universities’ Libraries  
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Figure 3: Electronic Databases 
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Figure 4: Electronic Journals (UA) 
 
Works cited and reference lists 
Figure 5: Summaries database 
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AELFE: Asociación Española de Lenguajes para Fines 
Específicos. http://www.aelfe.org/?l=en&s=  
 
Guidelines and instructions to authors:  
- Aelfe: http://www.aelfe.org/?s=normes  
- Terminology:http://www.benjamins.com/cgi-
bin/show_html.cgi?file=%2Fjbp%2Fseries%2FTERM%2
Fguidelines.html&back=overview  
- Science Magazine: 
http://www.sciencemag.org/about/authors/  
 
 
 
TASK 1: Web searches: 
a. Think about any information need of your field by 
means of natural language (for instance, “I want to 
collect a body of texts (i.e. corpus) in English of 
documents dealing with specialized texts on marine 
pollution, in .doc format, including the terms 
“marine” and “pollution” in title and body of text, 
and created by an authoritative source). 
b. Represent your information need at the beginning 
of the exercise. 
c. Specify this need by isolating each of the 
parameters which may be essential to obtain 
satisfactory results in your search. 
d. Search using a directory (through categories) and 
using your preferred search engine (Google, 
Netscape, Altavista, Alltheweb…) (through simple 
or advanced search). 
e. Compare results. 
f. Go into the possibilities of a classic search engine 
(Google) and of an alternative engine (Scirus) in 
depth. Extend your searches using all the advance-
search parameters. 
g. Compare results of a classic search engine and of 
an alternative/scientific search engine. 
  
 
 
TASK 2: Quality assessment criteria 
a. Compare results obtained in Task 1 according to 
quality assessment criteria (authorship and source; 
content and coverage; updating and maintenance) 
b. Additionally, you can consider other criteria pointed 
out by Sánchez-Gijón (2004: 33-34): 
? authorship 
? accuracy 
? treatment of contents 
? originality 
? purpose 
? links to other resources 
? ergonomy 
? computer environment 
? citation 
? receivership 
? addressee 
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